University of New Mexico

UNM Digital Repository
NotiSur

Latin America Digital Beat (LADB)

8-23-1996

Latin American Left Meets for Sixth Annual
Conference of Sao Paulo Forum
LADB Staff

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/notisur
Recommended Citation
LADB Staff. "Latin American Left Meets for Sixth Annual Conference of Sao Paulo Forum." (1996).
https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/notisur/12254

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Latin America Digital Beat (LADB) at UNM Digital Repository. It has been accepted for
inclusion in NotiSur by an authorized administrator of UNM Digital Repository. For more information, please contact amywinter@unm.edu.

LADB Article Id: 55557
ISSN: 1060-4189

Latin American Left Meets for Sixth Annual Conference of
Sao Paulo Forum
by LADB Staff
Category/Department: Region
Published: 1996-08-23
On July 26-29, representatives of leftist parties from some 20 Latin American and Caribbean
countries met for the sixth annual conference of the Sao Paulo Forum, a regional network set up
to provide left organizations an arena to unify positions and work collectively to construct a viable
alternative development model for the hemisphere. The conference concluded with a scathing
critique of neoliberalism and a firm commitment by all participants to build grassroots support
for leftist programs in their respective countries. In July 1990, at the invitation of the Partido dos
Trabalhadores (PT) of Brazil, representatives from nearly 50 parties met in Sao Paulo to begin
building a regional consensus on policies and positions that could form the basis for the rise of a
"new left" in Latin America and the Caribbean. Since then, the Sao Paulo Forum has met annually
to review the progress of the new left and set goals for the future. (For background on the forum, see
NotiSur, 05/27/92, 06/10/92, 07/28/92, 07/29/93.)
During the past six years, the forum has grown to include dozens of new parties and organizations,
including groups from countries on other continents. At this year's conference, held in San Salvador,
500 representatives from 112 left parties attended, including delegations from Spain, North Korea,
Vietnam, Uganda, Libya, China, and Zimbabwe. At the San Salvador gathering, most speakers
and organizers stressed that since the first meeting of the forum in 1990, left parties have gained a
much greater foothold in governmental institutions around the Americas. Member organizations
now command an average of about 30% of the electoral votes in Latin America and the Caribbean,
according to leaders of El Salvador's Frente Farabundo Marti para la Liberacion Nacional (FMLN),
which organized and coordinated the conference this year. In fact, leftist representatives currently
hold more than 300 deputy seats and 60 senatorial seats in legislatures throughout the region.
Since 1992, for example, the FMLN has become El Salvador's second strongest party in the
Legislative Assembly, after converting from a guerrilla movement into a legal political organization.
Nevertheless, notwithstanding the left's newfound influence in national politics in many countries,
participants candidly admitted that the left has yet to gain enough credibility among the electorate
to win presidential elections in any given country. "Gaining the confidence of voters is still our
biggest challenge," said Inacio Lula da Silva, two-time former presidential candidate for the PT in
Brazil who was the keynote speaker in San Salvador. "We must work harder to transform ourselves
into a legitimate political alternative capable of governing.
Despite the failure of neoliberalism, broad social groups including the poorest sectors are still afraid
of the left. As a result, they still end up giving their vote to conservative candidates, as they did
in Peru, Argentina, Mexico, and Brazil." Consequently, the central goal of this year's conference
was to discuss concrete proposals for an alternative to the neoliberal economic model that would
be capable of gaining acceptance among the electorate. "The conference's basic objective is to
formulate a new political direction for the Latin American left, one based on the concept of a
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democratic state that promotes economic and social alternatives to neoliberalism," said Mauricio
Chavez, an FMLN leader and one of the San Salvador meeting's central organizers. "We have to
move from rhetorical criticism of neoliberalism to concrete proposals and continental initiatives. We
must also begin to construct common objectives on a global scale, building bridges with progressive
social organizations in diverse regions of the world." If the conference's central goal was to hammer
out specific proposals, however, the meeting fell noticeably short of its objective. As in past meetings
of the forum, the conference conclusions this year were heavy in their criticism of neoliberalism, but
scant in their description of an alternative development model.
Rather than offer a concrete program, the concluding statement emphasized that neoliberalism is
unsustainable as an economic model and has already entered into a profound crisis. That, in turn, is
opening a strategic opportunity for the left to organize at the grassroots level to develop a popular
alternative model. "The defeat of neoliberalism depends fundamentally on the capacity of social
and political movements to generate a favorable correlation of forces to pave the way for the rise of
a popular alternative project," reads the closing statement. In practice, then, conference participants
agreed that they must organize grassroots organizations at every level to build powerful opposition
movements in each country. Such political movements would eventually form a constituency strong
enough to allow the left to win presidential elections in different nations.
Indeed, reflecting that common goal, most speakers at the conference emphasized the importance
of electing mayors, state governors, and legislators at all levels from city councils up to national
congresses as a necessary prelude to someday winning a presidential election. "We need to convince
society that we have the competence to govern," said Lula. "People still think we only know how
to march, strike, and protest, so we need to show them that we can also exercise power through
realistic programs adapted to the conditions of each country." Moreover, in an effort to broaden the
appeal of leftist ideas, this year's conference included workshops on issues that were rarely part
of the traditional discourse of the left during the years of armed struggle, such as women's issues,
environmental affairs, and migration. On women's issues, for example, the conference conclusions
state, "We must incorporate gender focus as a basic instrument for analyzing and elaborating
programs and policies."
Regarding environmental affairs, the concluding statement also calls for new laws throughout
the hemisphere to protect the environment, including "legislation that recognizes ecological
crimes, as well as promotional programs to raise grassroots consciousness on the importance of
sustainable- development policies." Finally, conference participants stressed that the ideological
and strategic differences that, in the past, have so bitterly divided the left must be overcome at all
costs if the Sao Paulo member organizations are to succeed in constructing a new left movement
around the Americas. "We must place much less importance on our ideological differences and
much greater emphasis on united action," said Lula. "We must abandon the sectoral spirit that
so often has dominated and divided us. That means ending the traditional arrogance that has
characterized the left. The new left must be open and creative, imaginative, and with a vision for the
future that allows it to reinvent political alternatives capable of defeating the modern perversity of
neoliberalism." [Sources: Agence France-Presse, 07/10/96, 07/25-28/96; Agencia Centroamericana
de Noticias-Spanish news service EFE, 07/17/96, 07/18/96, 07/28/96; New York Times, 07/29/96;
Inforpress Centroamericana (Guatemala), 08/01/96]
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